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In today’s higher education institutions, tuition is climbing and aid for 
low-income students is falling. Education has always been touted as the 
way for low-income students to move up in social status, yet these students 
will face increasing debt and will pay more for their education than their 
wealthier classmates. As student affairs professionals working with low-
income students, there is a need to understand the challenges they are facing 
and advocate for these students to ensure their success. By exploring these 
challenges and the implications for practice, student affairs professionals 
will be better equipped to work with the low-income students.
The	data	are	clear:	The	cost	of 	a	college	education	is	rising	well	above	the	aver-
age increase in household income, and financial aid is not keeping up with the 
pace	(Horn,	Chapman,	&	Chen,	2003).	Students	and	families	face	an	increased	
financial burden and rising debt, with a 38% average increase in tuition. The 
majority of  financial aid is allocated in the form of  loans, leaving families with 











behind the rate of  inflation, yet in the 1980s tuition rose twice as much as the infla-
tion	rate	and	surged	in	comparison	to	the	increase	in	household	income	(Haupt-
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man,	1990).	By	1990,	the	average	tuition	rates	were	increasing	at	a	rate	5%	higher	
than the national inflation rate (Vedder, 2004). Family income was not growing, yet 
tuition	was,	which	meant	families’	ability	to	pay	tuition	decreased	(Hauptman,	1990).	
One	of 	the	main	reasons	for	the	tuition	increase	is	revealed	through	the	philosophy	
of 	higher	education.	Between	the	start	of 	the	1980s	and	the	end	of 	the	1990s	there	
was	a	shift	in	direction	of 	higher	education	funding.	Federal	and	state	policies	for	
funding	higher	education	moved	away	from	the	practice	of 	taxpayers	contributing	











grants” (Paulsen & St. John, 2002, p. 189). This combination limits financial ac-
cess	to	college.	“Each	year	increasing	numbers	of 	low-income	students	graduate	
from high school academically prepared to enter college but confront significant 
financial barriers that limit their ability to enter and stay in college” (The Journal 
of 	Blacks	in	Higher	Education,	2001,	p.	12).	At	four-year	institutions	across	the	
country,	 the	 enrollment	 rate	 for	 low-income	 students	 is	 half 	 that	 of 	 students	
from	families	with	incomes	above	$75,000	a	year.	Low-income	students	are	fac-
ing	costs	in	excess	of 	62%	of 	their	family’s	yearly	income;	a	20%	cost	increase	
from	 the	 1970s.	Compounding	 the	 problem	 is	 the	 fact	 that	 Pell	Grants,	 the	
largest federal financial aid for these students, only cover approximately 39% 
of 	 today’s	 college	 costs	 (The	 Journal	 of 	Blacks	 in	Higher	Education,	 2001).
The	responsibility	of 	funding	college	has	switched	from	grants	and	federal	aid	
to the shoulders of  students. While financial aid helps reduce the cost of  col-
lege,	low-income	students	and	their	families	must	account	for	any	unmet	need.	
Although	there	is	currently	a	60	billion	dollar	investment	in	student	aid,	much	
of 	 this	 is	 tied	up	 in	student	 loans.	 In	2003-04,	 the	average	student	debt	upon	
graduation	was	$15,500	for	a	four-year	public	institution	and	$19,500	for	a	four-
year	private	 institution	(College	Board,	2006b).	Following	graduation,	students	
with loans are often forced to find employment to handle the high amount of  
accumulated	debt.	This	can	mean	accepting	employment	as	a	means	to	an	end,	
not as an ideal fit for the person or the place of  employment (Price, 2004). 
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The	major	consequence	of 	increasing	student	loans	and	decreasing	federal	fund-
ing	 is	 the	cost	 to	 the	community	 and	 society.	 “The	consequences	of 	 a	public	
policy that emphasizes the use of  student loans to finance higher education is 
to	 alter	 the	balance	between	 the	 social	 and	 the	 individual	 purposes	of 	higher	
education” (Price, 2004, p. 7). By keeping cost as an individual obstacle, we 






The	 economy	 is	 calling	 for	 educated	workers,	 and	 a	 college	 degree	 has	 be-
come	 integral	 to	 future	 success,	 but	 the	 cost	 of 	 obtaining	 that	 education	 is	
out of  reach for many (Price, 2004). In the first ten years of  this century, 
42%	of 	new	jobs	will	require	a	college	education	(Price,	2004).	It	 is	clear	that	
students	 facing	 the	 job	market	will	 require	 a	 college	 degree,	 yet	 the	 govern-
ment continues to decrease financial support. Between 1979 and 1999, the 
average	income	for	college	educated	workers	increased	by	16%,	while	the	aver-
age	 income	 for	 high	 school	 educated	workers	 decreased	by	 8%.	As	of 	 2006,	
women	with	 college	 degrees	were	 earning	 70%	more	 than	women	with	 high	
school	diplomas	and	men	were	earning	63%	more	(The	College	Board,	2006a).	
Impact	on	Students






a substantial unmet need for low-income students” (Paulsen & St. John, 2002, 
p.	 207).	When	 compared	 to	 their	 lower-income	 counterparts,	 higher-income	
students	 expressed	 a	 lack	 of 	 concern	 towards	 the	 costs	 of 	 the	 college	with	
more	 than	56%	choosing	 a	private	 college,	 92%	attending	 a	 four-year	 institu-
tion,	and	86%	having	the	ability	to	attend	full	time.	Higher	income	students	are	
not	 choosing	 their	 institutions	 based	on	 the	 cost	 (Paulsen	&	St.	 John,	 2002).	
This	focus	on	college	costs	combined	with	the	realities	of 	high	tuition	and	high	
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students tend to have less cultural capital and are more likely to be first generation 




ing the admissions process, and interpreting financial aid even more daunting.
Low-income	 students	 continue	 to	 be	 disadvantaged	 in	 our	 current	 educa-
tional	system.	Low-income	students	are	more	 likely	 to	achieve	A’s,	yet	are	still	
much	 less	 likely	 to	 pursue	 a	 graduate	 education.	Additionally,	 they	 are	 less	
likely	 to	 live	on-campus	during	college	or	attend	a	private	 institution	 (Paulsen	
&	St.	 John,	 2002).	Almost	 30%	of 	 low-income	 students	work	more	 than	 35	
hours	 a	 week.	 These	 students	must	 divide	 their	 time	 between	 school	 and	
work,	opt	 to	attend	college	part-time,	and/or	attend	two-year	community	col-
leges	 (The	 Journal	 of 	 Blacks	 in	Higher	Education,	 2001).	 These	 obstacles	
often	 result	 in	more	 years	 spent	 in	 school,	 and	 therefore	 greater	 total	 debt.	






students will have an even bigger financial burden on their shoulders. Colleges 
must begin to contain costs and identify ways to increase access and financial 
assistance	 before	 2015	 in	 order	 to	 support	 the	 needs	 of 	 our	 future	 students.
Ideas	for	Change
As	mentioned	above,	cost	containment	 is	a	 large	area	where	colleges	can	 free	
up funds. At the university level, financial officers and budget managers can 
discuss	the	best	ways	to	decrease	costs	and	increase	accountability	for	how	funds	
are	 used.	At	 the	 divisional	 or	 departmental	 level,	 student	 affairs	 practitioners	








responsibility	 in	 their	positions.	 If 	possible,	departments	 should	consider	del-
egating tasks to student employees to both increase efficiency and create more 
student	jobs.	Departments	should	also	consider	evaluating	job	effectiveness	by	
asking	strategic	questions:	Is	the	department	running	as	effectively	as	it	can?	Are	
there	 technologies	available	 that	would	free	up	people	or	resources?	Does	 the	
structure of  the department flow easily and in the most effective way? Could 
restructuring	allow	for	more	effectiveness?	These	questions	can	all	lead	to	more	




that	 low-income	 students	 are	 facing.	 By	 understanding	what	 these	 students	
are	 experiencing	 in	 high	 school	 and	 in	 their	 struggle	 to	 come	 to	 college,	we	
can	 assist	 those	who	 do	 attend	 our	 institutions.	 Programs	 for	 low-income	
students	on	our	 campuses	 can	help	 their	 orientation	 to	 school	 and	ultimately	
their	 retention.	Low-income	students	who	graduate	and	are	now	working	and	
living	 in	 different	 communities	 are	 the	 best	 recruitment	 and	 resources	 avail-
able.	By	 increasing	 access	 to	higher	 education	 and	by	 ensuring	 these	 students	
graduate,	we	ensure	that	more	low-income	students	have	positive	role	models.	
Educating ourselves and our colleagues is the first step in the advocacy process. 
Finally,	different	departments	and	operating	units	should	consider	what	type	of 	
advocacy	for	low-income	students	is	most	important	for	their	functional	area.	An	
example of  good practice can include the admissions office running and hosting 
























of  selective institutions that do have the financial capability to support low-income 
students	(McPherson	&	Schapiro,	2006).	There	are	many	low-income	students	that	
are	academically	prepared	for	these	select	institutions,	and	institutions	that	are	able	
to answer the call, and are financially able to assist more students, should do so. 
“We must never forget that every dollar a student borrows to finance post-
secondary	 education	 has	 the	 potential	 for	 jeopardizing	 rather	 than	 enhanc-
ing the student’s future” (Fossey, 1998, p. 186). As student affairs profes-
sionals,	 we	 have	 the	 obligation	 to	 increase	 awareness	 of 	 tuition	 costs	 and	
to	 assist	 students	who	 are	 struggling	 to	 afford	 tuition	with	 the	 hopes	 that	
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